Requirements of screening
For a system of screening to be viable it must fulfil certain criteria [3] :
The condition must be sufficiently common to merit screening. This does not necessarily mean common in the whole population unless there is universal screening. It means common in the target group for screening. There must be an effective intervention for the condition that is being sought. Screening must result in the condition being recognised at an earlier stage when intervention is more effective. There must be high specificity (low rate of false positives) and a very high sensitivity (very low rate of false negatives), although this is difficult to assess when evaluating a screening tool for depression. The screening test must be relatively cheap or at least the cost per case detected is prohibitively expensive. It must be safe, easy to use and acceptable to the patient.
Who should be screened?
Clinicians are obliged to recognise depression at an early stage in any patient. This represents a considerable workload and it may be best to focus one's attentions on patients deemed to be 'at risk'. National Institute for Health and Care Excellence (NICE) guidelines suggest screening in those with a past history of depression, significant physical illness -especially if it causes disability -and other mental health problems such as dementia. Other situations where the chance of depression is very high include:
Parkinson's disease where the disease is common but often missed. Dementia where the two diseases can easily resemble each other. The puerperium -screening may show positive results in as many as 13% . Alcohol dependency and drug misuse -it may be difficult to decide if depression is the cause or effect of substance misuse but it may be desirable to treat both. Victims of abuse. Physical disease like cancer, COPD, cardiovascular disease or diabetes. Chronic pain. Stressful home environments. The elderly. Social isolation. Unexplained symptoms.
Depression may be more difficult to detect in patients with physical illness because both conditions can have similar symptoms.
Screening and assessment tools
A number of screening and assessment tools have been validated and are generally available.
